This paper aims to investigate if there is a relationship between English language proficiency and the overall academic performance of Preparatory Year students in three faculties: Engineering, Business (including Business Administration, Economics and Political Science) and Informatics and Computer Science. Data was obtained from the Student Record System of 566 students and three sets of statistical analysis were performed. The results indicated that there is a significant but moderate positive relation between the students' proficiency in English and their overall academic success. Specifically, the higher the English proficiency of students on entry to the university, the better they performed in their degree area courses as well as in their English levels.
Introduction
One of the most important aspects of university education for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students is a high level of proficiency in English to help them progress through their education. Proficiency can be defined as "the ability of students to use the English language to make and communicate meaning in spoken and written contexts while completing their university studies" (DEEWR, 2009, p.1) . Therefore, an EFL student must be able to read, write, listen and speak effectively. Moreover, "English prepares students for meaningful instruction and academic performance in academic subjects taught using the English language" (Kong et al., 2012, p.20) . Unfortunately, students who lack the necessary language skills will not be able to engage in the learning process and will struggle to pass their academic courses. The impact of university failure can also result in low self-esteem, frustration, de-motivation and disinterest in attending lectures and tutorials.
For those students whose mother tongue is not English and wishing to enter a university in the UK, USA, Canada, Australia, Hong Kong and New Zealand as well as other universities and colleges world-wide will need to demonstrate their ability to perform in the four language skills (reading, writing, listening and speaking) by taking a test. The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) is the most commonly recognised test world-wide. The test results are reported on a band scale from 1 to 9 where 1 is a non-user to 9 which is an expert user. English language requirements for undergraduate degrees for UK university admission is an overall score ranging from 6.0 -6.5 (Study Connect International, 2014 ) and this will be higher for courses such as medicine.
At the British University in Egypt (BUE) the majority of students are Egyptian. Literary Arabic is the official language, with Egyptian Arabic the vernacular. English, however, is the medium of instruction in all departments and faculties at the university. Therefore, to be admitted to the university, all students needed to score 105 to 119 (Pre-Intermediate) on the Oxford Placement Test which is equivalent to IELTS 3. However, since the writing of this paper, with the exception of the Faculty of Nursing, the entry score has been increased to 120 to 134 (Intermediate) which is equivalent to IELTS 4. English courses at the BUE are taken alongside the students' degree area courses as language support and students must pass them to progress to the next level. In addition, passing English courses has become a condition of progression in the faculties (i.e. Intermediate English is a condition of progression to Degree Year 1; Upper Intermediate English to Degree Year 2; and Advanced English to Degree Year 3). Students entering the BUE come from three main educational backgrounds: Thanaweya Amma, American High School Diploma and IGCSE/GCSE. Interestingly, Murray (2010) states that "despite meeting the English language entry criteria of their receiving institutions, many NESB students still struggle to cope with the linguistic demands of their degree courses as a result of inadequate levels of proficiency" (p.61). Along similar lines, reporting on the weaknesses of Yemeni Arab students Abbad (1988) states that "in spite of the low proficiency level in English of most applicants they are accepted into the department" (p.15). In addition, there has been concern and debate over the level of the English language proficiency of students upon entry to universities across Australia and in other countries as well (Barthel, 2012) . Therefore, based on the above findings and the recommendations of Dooey (1999) who suggested that "each receiving institution make its own informed decision regarding the appropriate level of English required for the different courses it offers" (p.115) this research was conducted.
Review of the Literature
From the available published research findings in different parts of the world, EFL students can be disadvantaged in their performance at school, college and university because of their poor proficiency level in English. To shed more light on this, a number of researchers have investigated the effects of English language proficiency on the academic performance of students. With regard to Arab students Suleiman (1983) argues that "inadequate mastery of the four language skills; namely listening, speaking, reading and writing" (p.129) hinders the progress of Arab students at university level. Zughoul (1987) agrees with Suleiman's point of view in questioning the linguistic competence of incoming freshmen students. Mukattash (1983) also states that university students' are unable to use English correctly and appropriately both inside and outside the classroom when dealing with academic and everyday topics. Similarly, in a study conducted on students at a college in Oman it was reported that the lack of proficiency in English does affect their performance in engineering courses (Sivaraman et al., 2014) . Other research findings at two tertiary education institutions in Oman also show a strong, positive relationship between English language performance and GPA (Roche, & Harrington, 2013) .
In addition, the results of a correlational study conducted by Sahragard & Baharloo (2009) on Iranian university students majoring in English Language and Literature found that students who are more competent in English language are more successful in their classes. Furthermore, in an attempt to determine whether there was a significant relationship between Iranian EFL college students' language proficiency and their academic achievement, the results of a study conducted by Sahragard et al. (2011) demonstrated that the students who scored higher on the language proficiency test had better GPA scores. Other studies from Iran have reported similar findings. For example, Maleki and Zangani (2007) found a significant connection between proficiency and grade point averages of academic achievement of EFL students majoring in English translation while Sadeghi et al. (2013) found that proficiency in English could significantly influence academic achievement of medical students.
Studies from Australia have also reported similar findings. For example, a study conducted on the impact of IELTS Scores on Performance at an Australian university has reported a significant and positive relationship between language proficiency of international university students and their overall academic performance as measured by their GPA (Feast, 2002) . These results appear to be consistent with a study conducted by researchers at the University of Melbourne in which they found a moderately strong correlation between the students GPA and IELTS scores (Hill et al., 1999) .
In other studies from higher education institutions in Nigeria, India, USA and Malaysia, researchers found that English language proficiency and academic performance are directly related (Aina et al., 2013; Kumar, 2014; Xu, 1991; AlHaddad et al., 2004) .
Along similar lines, students' achievement in school also depends upon their level of proficiency in the language of instruction (Wilkinson & Silliman, 2008) . Research findings from school contexts have been reported. For instance, the results of a study conducted by Wilson and Komba (2012) at a secondary school in Tanzania illustrated that the more proficient students are in English the better they are in academic subjects. This finding is in agreement with studies conducted on EFL Nigerian students which revealed that there is a significant correlation between English language proficiency and academic achievements of the subjects studied (Fakeye, 2014; Jekayinfa, 1991) .
Aims of the study
Since obtaining a score of Pre-Intermediate on the Oxford Placement Test for the Faculty of Nursing and Intermediate for all other departments and faculties as a prerequisite for admission to the BUE, the aims of this study were to: a) investigate whether there is a relationship between the English language proficiency of Preparatory Year students in the Faculties of Engineering, Business (including Business Administration, Economics and Political Science) and Informatics and Computer Science and their academic achievement and b) whether the students' educational backgrounds have an impact on their academic performance. The study was guided by the following research questions:
1. Is there a relationship between English language proficiency and GPA? 2. Does English language proficiency have an impact on achievement in English? 3. Is there a relationship between educational backgrounds and academic performance? 4. Methodology
Procedure and Data Collection
The researcher obtained permission to carry out this research from the Research Committee in the English Department at the BUE.
Data was collected from the Student Record System of 566 students and prepared in Excel sheets by an administrative member of staff in the Quality and Validation Office at the BUE. Included in this data gathering were: ID numbers and names of students in the Preparatory Year, their faculties, educational backgrounds, English placement test scores, English scores and their GPA scores. Students' demographic characteristics are shown in Table 1 .
Data Analysis
The data that was obtained from Quality and Validation Office was computer coded and processed with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 13.0 and three sets of statistical analysis were performed. Firstly, a 
Results

Relationship between English level and year average
A correlation analysis was conducted to identify if there is a relationship between the English language proficiency of students upon entry to the university and their academic achievement (Grade Point Average). In order to interpret the size of the value of the Pearson correlation (r), Cohen (1988) has suggested the following guidelines. See Table 2 below. The results of the first analysis revealed a significant but moderate positive relation between the English language proficiency of the students and their academic achievement for the whole cohort. As shown in Table 3 the correlation coefficient (r) was .349. This shows that English proficiency is a determinant of academic success. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). **.
Crosstabulation of English level and grade bands
The results of the second analysis show the cross tabulation of the English levels and the grade band obtained at the end of the academic year (See Table 4 To shed more light on the above findings, as illustrated in Figure 1 , the bar graph shows normal distribution of data for the Advanced English module as it fits a bell-shape curve. This finding implies that Advanced is the ideal level for student entry to the university to ensure academic success and for students to obtain the highest grades. 
Educational backgrounds and year average
A third analysis was performed on the relationship between the students' educational backgrounds and their year average by descriptive statistics (See Table 5 ). With regard to the results of the three main educational backgrounds (Thanaweya Amma, American High School Diploma and IGCSE/GCSE), the mean score of Thanaweya Amma students is 43.393 with a standard deviation of 16.2193. Their scores range from 3.0 to 80.0. The average score for American High School Diploma students is 44.182 with a standard deviation of 14.2073. Their score varies from 2.0 to 84.0. The mean of IGCSE/GCSE is 58.949 with a standard deviation of 14.3287 and their GPA's vary from 18.0 to 96.0. Overall, the results show that students coming from Thanaweya Amma and American High School Diploma educational backgrounds are weaker than IGCSE/GCSE students with regard to academic achievement since both groups have received the lowest minimum scores and mean scores. Table 5 . Descriptive statistics for educational backgrounds on GPA scores
Discussion
In response to the first research question (Is there a relationship between English language proficiency and GPA?), the result of the correlation analysis for the whole cohort as presented in Table 3 showed that there is a positive relationship between English language proficiency and academic achievement (GPA) at the 0.01 level. This finding illustrates that there is a direct relationship between these two variables and that English proficiency is a determinant of academic success for students at the BUE. This finding is in accordance with other research findings (Maleki & Zangani, 2007; Sivaraman et al., 2014; Sadeghi et al., 2013; Roche & Harrington, 2013) amongst others. Since English is the medium of instruction at the BUE, for students to be able to engage effectively in their academic studies and perform well, they must be able to read, write, listen and speak at a level appropriate to their studies on entry to the university.
With regard to the second research question (Does English language proficiency have an impact on achievement in English?), this study presented evidence to show that as the student's English language proficiency increases so does their academic success. This finding is in accordance with the results of other studies (Sahragard et al., 2011; Maleki & Zangani (2007) ; Sadeghi et al., 2013) . As shown in Table 4 , comparing the four English levels (PreIntermediate, Intermediate, Upper Intermediate and Advanced) with grade bands (A, B, C, D & F), students entering the university at the Upper Intermediate and Advanced levels have performed better than those in the lower English levels. However, comparing Upper Intermediate with Advanced students' the latter are performing better as they have the highest percent of students obtaining A's and the lowest percent of failing students. The entry score for the Advanced level is 150 and above on the Oxford Placement Test which is equivalent to IELTS 6.5. This finding is therefore consistent with the English language requirements for undergraduate degrees for UK university admission as an overall score ranging from 6.0 -6.5 is required (Study Connect International, 2014) . The band descriptor for a score of 6.0 -7.0 on IELTS is a person can use and understand fairly complex language. Such a score therefore would enable a student to complete a course of study successfully as he/she can be fully engaged in the learning process.
With respect to the third research question (Is there a relationship between educational backgrounds and academic performance?), another important finding to report from this study is the student's educational backgrounds on GPA scores. As presented in Table 5 , IGCSE/GCSE students have the highest mean score followed by American High School Diploma and Thanaweya Amma respectively. This result demonstrates that there is a relationship between schools and educational backgrounds. Similarly, a key finding from a study conducted in Australia is that schools have an impact on the academic performance of university students (Win & Miller, 2004) . To shed more light on this finding, for BUE students to be able to fully and successfully participate in lectures and tutorials and achieve academically across content areas, they should be proficient in English. Therefore, it seems that American High School Diploma and Thanaweya Amma education systems have not been as successful as the IGCSE/GCSE education system in preparing students for university study.
A possible factor for this finding is that English language skills are important parts of the IGCSE/GCSE curriculum. Each exam tests the knowledge of each subject a student takes through the medium of English. Therefore, schools offering this curriculum would need to ensure that students gain sufficient English in order to be able to perform well in each exam. American High School Diploma, however, uses the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) as an entrance exam to colleges and universities. Although the SAT assesses maths, reading and writing, it does not mirror a high school curriculum. As the psychologist Steele points out the "SAT is not going to get you very far with predicting who's going to do well in college." He goes on to say that the test measures "only about 18% of the things that it takes to do well in school." Therefore, it might be the case that schools offering the American High School Diploma focus their attention on helping students prepare for the test as opposed to developing their language skills in preparation for university study. regard to Thanaweya Amma students, they study all academic subjects through the medium of Arabic. English is taught as a compulsory subject. Therefore, being taught all subjects in the first language (L1) will reduce the exposure students get to the second language (L2) and minimise the opportunities for learning and using it. As Phillipson (1992) argues "the more English is taught the better the results" (p.185). In line with Phillipson, it could be argued that the deficiency in the L2 has a profound impact on the Thanaweya Amma students' preparedness for university and on their academic success, hence the reason they have received the lowest mean scores.
Conclusion
In summary, English proficiency is a determinant of academic success for students who are majoring in Engineering, Business (including Business Administration, Economics and Political Science) and Informatics and Computer Science at the BUE. The research findings of this study revealed that the higher the English proficiency of students on entry to the university the better they will perform in their degree area courses as well as their English levels as they will be able to be fully engaged in the learning process which in turn should result in better performance. Therefore, it is recommended that the institution higher the entry level for English. As shown by the results of this research, such a decision will have important implications for instruction and academic achievement.
